This article assesses the impact of television ownership on cinema attendance in post-war Northern Ireland. It downplays a monocausal relationship between cinema and television, and emphasises the range of social, economic and political factors that led to cinema closures. While the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II acted as a catalyst for television ownership, it did not fundamentally alter patterns of cinema attendance. This research counters claims that cinema exhibitors were unresponsive to population shifts and examines the relatively large number of cinemas that opened in Northern Ireland in the 1950s. It then examines the impact of commercial television and documents the reasons for cinema closures in Northern Ireland's two largest cities: Belfast and Derry.
Introduction
Following the Second World War, cinema-going was the most popular form of commercial entertainment and UK cinema attendance peaked in 1946 with 1.6 billion admissions. 1 As postwar austerity gave way to increased affluence and a burgeoning consumer society, the composition of cinema audiences and the nature of cinema attendance changed. During the 1950s, rising incomes, population shifts, the growth of television, new forms of youth culture and a greater range of leisure activities all contributed to a rapid decline in cinema attendance.
By 1963, UK cinema admissions fell to 367 million. 2 Cinema closures followed and these were more likely in areas where television was more firmly established. It is difficult to argue with Joe Moran's assertion that cinemas 'began seriously to decline in the late 1950s as their mainly working-class audiences acquired TVs on a large scale'. 3 However, the causes of cinema's decline have provided a source of debate for social scientists and historians. In 1962, economist John Spraos cited the closure of neighbourhood cinemas, increased travel distances, less frequent public transport and higher admission prices as key factors. 4 Historians have subsequently followed this lead, avoiding monocausal explanations and placing greater emphasis on the changing nature of consumer capitalism and the arrival of the 'affluent society'. 5 Barry Doyle, furthermore, used Board of Trade statistics to show how regional variations in the introduction of television, alongside the size, age and location of existing cinemas, impacted the geography of cinema's decline in Great Britain. 6 One flaw of these assessments is that they exclude Northern Ireland from their analysis, party since records of cinema attendance were collected separately from the rest of the UK.
This article fills this lacuna and investigates the impact of television ownership on cinema attendance in Northern Ireland from the introduction of BBC television in 1953 to the opening of UTV's Strabane transmitter in 1963. Though Northern Ireland's population of 1.4 million was relatively small, this article offers further evidence of the geographical diversity of UK cinema attendance and builds on the work of historians who show the place-specific nature of cinema attendance. 7 It also bridges the gap between British and Irish studies of cinema-going and complements Kevin Rockett's existing work on film exhibition and distribution in Ireland. 8 Northern Ireland's lower wages and higher unemployment delayed the diffusion of television ownership, which was consistently lower than other regions in England, Scotland and Wales.
This meant that cinema attendance remained strong until the mid-1950s. The evidence presented here suggests that independent exhibitors in Northern Ireland were more responsive to population shifts than their UK counterparts, constructing several new cinemas. This did not, however, prevent long-term declines in cinema attendance and the number of cinemas in Northern Ireland fell from 130 in 1958 to 107 in 1963. 9 While many Irish households received British television signal, Irish television (RTÉ) did not broadcast until 1961. 10 This was one of the reasons why cinema attendance declined later in the Irish Republic, where it peaked in 1954 with 54.1 million recorded admissions and fell to 30 million by 1965. 11 Rex Cathcart and Robert Savage have traced the development of television services in Northern Ireland. 12 These accounts, however, do not consider television's impact on alternative leisure activities. In a previous article, I assessed how local geography, changes in the life cycle and the closure of cinemas influenced cinema-going practices in a working-class Belfast community. 13 While this included a discussion of the relative impact of BBC and ITV, the present article expands on these findings, places them in a broader geographical context and introduces evidence from across the region. Records of Entertainments Duty kept by the Northern Ireland Ministry of Finance detail alterations in tax rates and contain the dutiable admissions for the majority of Northern Ireland cinemas, which provide a valuable insight into cinema attendance and audience habits.
14 While previous accounts have been overly reliant on statistical data, this article also uses a broad range of qualitative sources, such as local newspapers, trade journals and oral history testimony. 15 It follows the multi-method approach adopted by a group of Belgian cinema historians, who advocated the use of ethnographic methods alongside records of film programming and exhibition. 16 The introduction of television and the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II 20 In Northern Ireland, the number of television licences increased dramatically from an extremely low base of 558 in 1953 to 10,353 in 1954. 21 Given the limited range of the television signal, 97.7 per cent of these licences were held in Antrim or Down. 22 Television sets were beyond the means of many working-class households and, in their 1954 survey of Belfast estates built by the Northern Ireland Housing Trust, Field and Neill found that only nine of 363 families had one in their home. 23 This meant that television footage of the coronation was experienced largely as a communal event. Approximately 20,000 Belfast residents watched television footage of the ceremony in private homes or public spaces. 24 Oral history interviews recorded with Belfast residents reveal that memories of the coronation were often linked to the absence of television in households and early experiences of television were often shared with friends and relatives. Jean McVeigh was born in 1943 raised in a Roman Catholic Belfast household. Her house was so busy that she was sent to the local cinema:
It was the only TV set in the entire city of Belfast apart from the one in the shop window up the street. And our house was absolutely packed with people to watch the coronation. So, my mother wanted rid of at least three of us and she gave me a shilling to take my brother Brendan and my younger brother David to the Broadway. 25 The coronation was experienced often as both a televisual and a cinematic event. David
McIlwaine visited friends in the seaside resort of Bangor, County Down, where he watched the ceremony. He recalled that 'it was really wonderful in 1953 to be able to see the coronation in black and white and on wee small screens. But, you could say, you could brag, I saw it on TV.
And then you saw it in the cinema perhaps a week later'. 26 Despite the communal nature of television broadcasts, low levels of television ownership meant that, alongside radio, press reports and local street parties, cinema screenings were central to coronation experiences. Cinemas went to great lengths to obtain and promote newsreels and full-length feature films of the coronation and it is likely that this footage was viewed by more residents than the television coverage. In Belfast, on the evening of the coronation, the managers of the Crumlin and the Gaumont drove 'to Nutt's Corner [airfield] to pick up the shots of scenes along the Coronation route for exhibition to their patrons at o'clock the same night'. On 3 June, further sequences were 'flown over by special plane' and exhibited for the remainder of the week at both cinemas. 27 The Belfast Corporation considered the event so important that they arranged for 25,000 schoolchildren to view the coronation footage. 28 Matinees were organised at several cinemas and one report stated that the 2,000 children in attendance at the Royal Hippodrome 'cheered to the echo'.
29
In 1953, the full-length Technicolor feature A Queen is Crowned (UK, 1953) was the highest grossing film at the British box-office. 30 It broke the attendance record at Belfast's Imperial cinema when it was screened nine times daily for five weeks. 31 The fact that the film was so popular in a centrally located cinema indicates that it appealed to patrons from both sides of the community. While the film clearly appealed to Unionist sentiment, the pageantry and spectacle of the occasion was also central to its attraction. As one Belfast Telegraph reviewer commented, 'Hollywood at its brightest and best has never produced anything as colossal'. passengers.
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One Belfast cinema manager claimed that he had received 3,000 letters and anticipated that 30,000 of the 50,000 patrons who would see the film in its first week would travel from the Irish Republic. 'They are falling over themselves to come here', he claimed.
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This figure was likely an exaggeration and the manager of a large Belfast cinema claimed that he received around 1,000 patrons from across the border. The manager of a smaller cinema stated that 'we probably had about 300 Southerners here during the week. We had expected a great many more'. I want to meet someone who will let me "look-in" on Coronation Day.
Eventually I hope my home will have T.V. but as a young person and a cinema fan I do not think it will keep people from the pictures. It will be very nice to see shows at home but getting out and meeting friends has more attractions. 44 For adolescents, the cinema still held an important social function, such as a space for courtship free from parental supervision. Meanwhile, John Spraos suggested that convenience of home entertainment, the absence of repeat viewing costs and the diversion of household funds for rental and hire purchase agreements led homeowners away from the cinema, who were happier to spend their leisure time in a domestic setting.
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New Cinemas in Northern Ireland
While cinema attendance increased throughout the Second World War, building restrictions prevented the construction of new cinemas. 46 Though these restrictions were lifted in the mid1950s, few cinemas were built as cinema attendance entered steep decline. The Kinematograph Year Book records that only 39 new UK cinemas opened between 1955 and 1958. 47 Given this low rate of cinema construction, it is remarkable that, in the same period, eight new cinemas opened in Northern Ireland. These were all located in Antrim and Down, the counties with the greatest levels of television ownership. Docherty et al noted that '[i]nstead of re-siting the cinemas and following the audience to the new housing estates, the film industry struck back at the technological level'. 48 Cinema exhibitors responded to declining attendances by asserting their technical superiority over television with new technologies such as 3D, CinemaScope, Todd-AO and VistaVision. In Northern Ireland, independent exhibitors were more responsive to population shifts than their counterparts in Great Britain, opening new cinemas in areas with the greatest levels of television ownership. They could not, however, push back the tide of long-term decline and admissions fell significantly from the late 1950s. present population of about 6,000. The area has a potential population of 10,000 to 12,000'. 65 The Alpha's facilities reflected its increasingly younger audience's diverse range of leisure activities. It contained a ground floor café and, in October 1959 it opened the first milk bar in a Northern Ireland cinema. 66 In December 1957, the 400-seat Comber cinema was 'built on a site adjacent to the Comber Picture House… to augment the facilities of the older cinema'. Its owners hoped to draw patrons 'from the new housing areas on the south-east side of Belfast, four miles away'. 67 Noel Spence grew up in Comber and commented that while 'the new cinema was very classy', the decision 'to build a new cinema in fifty-seven was kind of an act of faith with TV becoming a real menace -but they did it anyhow and for many years Comber cinema was very successful and very popular locally'. 68 Kine Weekly commented that many of the new cinemas were developed close to new housing estates and believed that independent exhibitors had greater freedom to expand their operations as 'the big circuits are tied closely to plans which must take into account the health of the industry in the United Kingdom as a whole'. Ray attended a 'commercial TV party' in Belfast's working-class Ardoyne district.
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In 1956, Kine Weekly observed that while declines in cinema attendance were less than severe than in other UK regions, 'the sales figure of TV sets in Belfast is nearly 40,000-equivalent to the seating capacity in the city's cinemas'. 74 In Northern Ireland, the number of recorded admissions fell significantly from 1957, though this was as much to do with tax concessions for cheaper tickets as it was for actual declines in attendance. 75 There is no doubt, however, that audiences fell from the late 1950s as working-class families obtained television sets, often using rental and hire purchase. When the West End Picture House closed, a representative stated that it could not 'compete any more with television and the growth of motoring and outside sport… People's habits are changing, and a night out at the cinema doesn't mean the same as it did. Independent owners haven't a chance today'.
87
In 1960, Kine Weekly commented that there was a 'growing demand for more showmanship in Northern Ireland cinemas', adding that exhibitors 'seem still to be hesitant to "go out and get" their patrons'. 88 It believed that except for Hercules Unchained (Italy, 1958), Northern Ireland exhibitors had not made the most of television promotion. In 1961, it stated that as sixty per cent of the UTV audience was within Belfast 'a campaign mounted even by a cinema itself could be directly beneficial'. 89 Cinemas did, nonetheless, benefit from UTV programing. Preview, its entertainment magazine show, featured clips of newly released films and was one of Northern Ireland's most watched programmes in 1962. 90 In Derry, the delayed arrival of BBC television was one of the reasons cinema attendance remained buoyant in the mid-1950s. Figure 5 shows that recorded admissions rose slightly from 2.03 million in 1953 to 2.16 million in 1957. Following test transmissions from the BBC's Sheriff's Mountain transmitter, the Londonderry Sentinel reported that 'almost at once, there was a rush for television sets, which one firm sold at a three-figure rate per week'. Cinema manager F. Hyland told the press that:
we have got to compete with the armchair comfort of television in the home, but it has been found that with the provision of good programmes and a high standard of comfort, the cinema has something that the public will still want to go to the cinema. That is the trend across the water. The former's seating capacity was reduced to give 'maximum comfort' and a new licensed bar gave it a 'trim sophisticated look'. 107 The Hippodrome underwent significant renovations and reopened as the Odeon. When an old building and would require a lot done to it if it was to be brought up to the high standards of our theatres elsewhere… we feel unable to spend the money to enable us to give the standard of comfort which the public demands. 
Notes
